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WHAT ABOUT NUTRITION, EXERCISE AND SEXUALITY EDUCATION? (Sidebar)
MISSOULA—
While nutrition, exercise and the other time-honored components of health education 
may not be at the top of her teaching priorities, they’re still important in the overall picture of 
health education, says Annie Sondag, a professor of health and human performance at The 
University of Montana-Missoula. Here are some of her thoughts about diet, activity and 
sexuality education.
" I here’s a lot of talk these days about children being inactive and overweight," she 
says. "I personally think that kind of talk is destructive. It’s very detrimental to focus on 
children’s weight and what they shouldn't eat. Most nutritionists would say there’s no such 
thing as a good food or a bad food. What we look for is a balance."
In her health courses for future educators Sondag focuses on how teachers -  without 
ever mentioning weight -  can get children to be more active and eat right. Children should 
not be counting fat grams and calories.
“I think that has created a rather obsessive society, especially with women." she says.
Instead, children should learn to build healthy lifelong eating habits, and parents must 
be role models for that, she says. Parents should encourage their children to be active, too, she 
says, but activity can be something as ordinary as mowing the lawn and shoveling snow.
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“Active doesn't mean we have to find one more sport for our child to be involved in," 
she says. "And I'm not saying sports aren't good. They’re great But there are lots of ways 
to be active."
As for sexuality education. Sondag says it and health are inextricably linked. Keeping 
people’s immune systems well is the health educator's mission, she says. Sexuality education is 
vital to protecting children from AIDS and HIV.
“About 46 percent of children in Montana between ninth and 12th grades report that 
they have been sexually active," Sondag says. “So I think sexuality education is critical, and 1 
think information on birth control is an important part of a comprehensive program. I 
definitely believe in abstinence-based education. I believe we should stress abstinence. We 
should stress the advantages of abstinence, and we should expect our kids to be abstinent. But 
they also need information about how to protect themselves from sexually transmitted diseases, 
pregnancy and HIV/AIDS. Giving them that information doesn’t give them permission to be 
sexually active. But someday it might save their lives.”
Unfortunately, she says, most health educators are uncomfortable teaching about 
sexuality because they don’t have the training to teach it well. A good teacher will get the 
parents involved, she says.
“We used to have a survey for kids to take home that asked ‘When did your mom go on 
her first date.’’ and those kinds of questions." Sondag says. “What a good opportunity for a 
parent to talk about those things -  sexual activity, values, dating and intimacy ~ while helping 
the child fill out the homework assignment. I think good sex education can open the door for 
parents to communicate with their kids."
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